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THE GREAT BOW

ATHENE, goddess of the flashing eyes, now prompted that wise
lady, Penelope, to confront the Suitors in the palace with the
bow and the great iron axes that were to test their skill and lead
to their destruction. She descended the high staircase from her
own apartments and with her shapely hand picked up a well-
made copper key which had an ivory handle, then made her
way with her ladies to a store-room in a distant comer of the
house where the King's treasure was kept. Here, with his stocks
of bronze, of gold, and of wrought iron, lay the incurved bow
and quiver full of deadly arrows which had been given to him
by his friend Iphitus, of heroic fame, when they met in Lace-
daemon. The two came across each other at Ortilochus' house
in Messene. Odysseus had come over to recover a public debt,
some Messenians having lifted three hundred sheep from Ithaca,
shepherds and all, and carried them off in their galleys. This was
the business that brought Odysseus so far afield, though a mere
lad at the time. His father and the other elders had entrusted him
with the mission. Iphitus, for his part, had come in search of a
dozen mares he had lost, with the sturdy little mules that they
had foaled. In the sequel these horses led to his death in a fatal en-
counter with Heracles, the lion-hearted Child of Zeus and hero
of the mighty Labours. For Heracles killed him in his own
house, though he was Iphitus' host, caring no more in that cruel
heart of his for the vengeful eye of god than for the hospitality
he had given him - feasted the man first, then killed him, took
the mares himself, and put them in his own stables.

It was on his quest for these animals that Iphitus met Odysseus
and gave him the bow, which in years gone by the great Eury-
tus, his father, had carried and at his death bequeathed him in his
palace. In return, Odysseus gave Iphitus a sharp sword and a